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The main goal of this survey is to explore lifelong learning in the third age in the island 
community of Syros in the hope that the findings will provide data that may be useful in 
creating educational programme structures. Lifelong learning taking place with a group 
of senior citizens at the KAPIii in the Municipality of Syros-Ermoupoli will be explored, 
along with the potential of implementing comprehensive active learning programmes 
specific to the third age. The topics examined include the idiosyncrasy of the KAPI 
members, their needs for active ageing, their expectations and motivations, the objects of 
knowledge they seek and the limitations they set. The principal findings showed that 
Syros is a fertile field for creating pilot structures for informal education in the third age. 
The members of the Syros KAPI hope to see such programmes launch with less reticence 
than expected, but on condition that the present hierarchy of family and social priorities 
is not radically upset. The elderly are open to the idea of participating in learning 
programmes, they select specific objects of knowledge and desire to channel the skills 
they acquire to the local community, which is open to volunteerism. It is noteworthy that 
in relation to the open-ended questions regarding learning objects, the KAPI members 
took the initiative to propose cultural education programmes as part of their training. 
They also believe that the non-formal learning will improve their social image and health 
and will allow them to become more functional members of the local community. 
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1. Introduction 
 
In Greece, educational programme structures for the third-age population are not as 
widespread as they are in the EU and globally. The international academic community 
has fully studied the necessity and benefits of lifelong learning in programmes specially 
designed for older persons; however, they have not been applied to the fullest extent. Of 
course, European programmes have been implemented along with related actions on the 
initiative of non-profit organisationsiii, but not adequately and not regularly enough to 
constitute a new institution.  
 Older persons need to feel that they are active citizens, to stop feeling lonely and 
marginalised; meanwhile, remaining inactive within society intensifies their health 
problems. Nevertheless, the provision of educational structures has limitations that are 
due to the resistance of the older persons themselves to participate in learning 
programmes which results from hesitancy and firmly rooted beliefs. Inadequate 
awareness in Greece of the benefits of active ageing does not help such programmes to 
succeed.  
 Moreover, the process of learning in the third age has its own idiosyncrasies in 
regard to the objects as well as the manner in which information is assimilated by 
learners. Therefore, even active learning techniques must be adapted to these 
idiosyncrasies, while the instructor should be experienced in managing the older 
population and be respectful of the physical and intellectual functions and the mental 
and emotional changes these age groups undergo. 
 The interesting aspect of this survey lies in the fact that it is the first time a study 
is being conducted in relation to the educational programmes for the third age in the 
geographical space of Syros, a Greek provincial, insular environment where it was found 
that this field is in a very preliminary stage. Though it was somewhat sad to find it so, it 
nevertheless gives rise to the optimistic hope that with strong, thorough exploration of 
needs and proper planning, the appropriate structures could be created and serve as a 
model that would be useful in creating similar structures in other areas of Greece. In 
addition, the sample in the study contains data that emphasise the specific characteristics 
that may relate to the insularity in combination with the history of Syros, as the people 
now in the third age are mainly individuals who have experienced intense periods of 
economic adversity that influenced their educational level. 
 Starting with this question, the factors that influence the decision of older persons 
to take part in informal education programmes are explored, along with their motivations 
and expectations, in connection to the intellectual and cultural context of Syros’ insular 
society. Therefore, it is an initial investigation of needs in the specific population segment, 
relative to the objects of knowledge they would like to engage with and the preconditions 
they set, given that the study is conducted in a population structure with an established 
 
iii (50plus Hellas (website), n.d.; Hellenic Adult Education Association, n.d.) 
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form of collectivity. It was also found that it can contribute to improving the quality of 
life of third-age people, rendering them active members of a constantly evolving society. 
This paper is part of a broader research project, the data of which are available. In the 
conclusion, proposals are put forward so that lifelong learning through educational 
programmes for the third age can be created and, more importantly, become established 
in Syros. To that end, a base is created for the practical implementation of a pilot plan in 
Syros, and by extension in the Cyclades and the rest of the Greek islands, as all as the 
basis for further research. 
 
2. Literature review 
 
2.1 Lifelong learning and the third age: idiosyncrasies and value 
According to Rogers (1999), a distinction should be made between adult education and 
education at a mature age. The differentiations are based on two areas: on the one hand, 
on the objects and content of the programmes, which are better assimilated by older 
persons, as they relate to their age and the skills they wish to acquire; on the other, on the 
learning approach that will be adopted given that the programmes are directed at 
experienced and mature persons. 
 It is important for third-age classes to work in groups and with their peers so they 
can exchange experiences. Self-management skills can be improved through peer-to-peer 
support and ongoing programmes. Older persons tend to be dedicated students who do 
not attach weight to assessments. However, to respond to the learning challenge, they 
need to be motivated, to recognise the opportunities being given to them and for there to 
be a supportive environment. Moreover, the material and technical infrastructure needs 
to be appropriate to the idiosyncrasies of the third age, such as impaired vision or 
hearing. Mainly, the objects of the courses should be relevant to the lives of older persons 
and the acquired knowledge should have short-term and not long-term usefulness.iv 
 Informal education is an institution whose natural evolution is to grow. In future, 
a growing number of older persons will have a higher educational and social 
background, be in better health and more involved in their education; this will drive 
better quality programmes.v According to the World Health Organizationvi, by 2050, the 
number of people age 60 or older will have doubled. 
 It is important to stress that through lifelong learning, people acquire skills that 
are developed throughout their life, and this process does not only contribute to their 
personal well-being, but, in the long term, to society as a whole and to local sustainable 
development. It has been shown that, aside from key socio-political skills, lifelong 
learning promotes a stronger political conscience and expression in older persons. The 
programmes that contain learning through cultural commitment show that socio-
 
iv WHO, 2015 
v Peterson, 1990 
vi “Healthy Ageing and the Sustainable Development Goals”, n.d. 
Christianna Papitsi, Theodore Ganetsos, Dimitris Tseles, Mixail Papoutsidakis, Christos Drosos 
LIFELONG LEARNING PROGRAMMES FOR SENIORS AT THE OPEN CARE CENTRES 
 FOR THE ELDERLY (KAPI) IN SYROS, GREECE: PREDISPOSITION, EXPECTATIONS, 
MOTIVATION, LEARNING ENVIRONMENT. THE DECISIVE ROLE OF CULTURE
 
European Journal of Education Studies - Volume 9 │ Issue 1 │ 2022                                                                                       181 
political skills combined with the stimulus of cultural interest has more advanced 
outcomes (Varbanova, 2011).  
 For older persons, lifelong learning functions as a comfort-provider to help them 
deal with age-related changes in their lives, such as retirement, the loss of a family 
member or member of their social network and the decline in skills due to age (The BeLL 
Project, 2014). According to the World Health Organization report, when older persons 
continue to pursue experience and skill-related educational processes, they create the 
following advantages for themselves and for society as a whole (WHO, 2015): 
• they develop heightened self-confidence and self-actualisation; 
• they retain their participation in community activities; 
• there are less dependent on their families and government social services; 
• their health and well-being are enhanced; 
• they combat stereotypes related to ageism; 
• levels of trust between generations are enhanced, creating a sense of common 
identity where every individual has talents that are used well. 
 In this context, it is acceptable that older persons could be a target group for 
cultural organisations like museums for educational activities. It is also a challenge for 
these acquired skills to evolve into social inclusion activities that demonstrate their 
contribution to local development, while the individuals remain healthy and active. For 
example, third-age persons, once trained, can offer their newly acquired skills as 
dedicated volunteers to serve the goals of the cultural organisation (Hansen & Zipsane, 
2013). 
 
2.2 Barriers to learning for the third age 
The third age in the second decade of the 21st century comprises the youth of the 1940s, 
’50s and ’60s, which were historically tough times for people's lives and bred insecurity 
and suspicion. Therefore, it is a natural reaction not to easily trust the workings of a group 
and to develop dysfunctional behaviours. Manifestations of such behaviours are fear of 
exposure and insecurity, whilst it is difficult to accept any other learning technique other 
than traditional teaching. Moreover, they often feel anxious that they will have no control 
over who participates in each group. This prevents groups from moving into productive 
stages, where criticism and commitment are important.vii Barriers may also arise from the 
emotional investment that adults easily make in knowledge, so that reactions emerge 
when such knowledge is challenged. In addition, bias can prevent the flow of new 
knowledge, as well as habit and thinking along acquired patterns. All of the above are 
self-defence mechanisms that apply to adult learners in general and which become 
entrenched with advancing age.viii 
 Besides, since programmes are created specifically for older persons with 
difficulty participating in lifelong learning programmes, it is clear that the inherent 
 
vii Tsiboukli, 2012 
viii Rogers, 1999 
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resistance of older persons themselves to forms of education is also an obstacle to 
implementing such programmes. This resistance to return to the learning process lies in 
the fact that they see themselves as too old, they lack motivation and self-confidence, they 
are worried about being compared to younger adults or that any limitations in their 
educational background will be exposed (WHO, 2015). 
 There are also practical problems, such as the cost of classes, lack of time, 
insufficient information on available programmes, lack of knowledge about or ability to 
access the programme locations. Moreover, the stereotype that older people have weaker 
memories has been disproved by relevant studies and transposed into an advantage, as 
they have more accumulated information and better critical judgment due to life 
experiences (ibid.). 
 Nevertheless, studies have shown that when learning programmes are offered 
through cultural facilities in cooperation with local government, such as a museum, and 
are supported by a cultural dimension, then they are more acceptable to the third age. 
Such specially prepared programmes focus on holistically stimulating their interest. 
Personal expression through culture and the breadth of teaching methods this requires 
(full sensory participation) creates a multidimensional learning environment that evolves 
into something polysemous and versatile, while also focusing on the needs of the specific 
age range. Thus, older people develop better functionality and assimilation indicators 
while meeting the criteria for better quality of life (Varbanova, 2011). 
 
3. Material and Methods 
 
3.1 The survey at the Syros KAPI 
According to the Hellenic Statistical Authority (ELSTAT-2011 census), the percentage of 
older people living in Syros makes up 20% of the total permanent population. This means 
that the local community under study has a large number of older persons confined to a 
small, insular environment, without a great many options for travel due to ferry 
schedules and the state of their health that me result from their advancing age. In such a 
population setting, the adapted structure of learning programmes for the third age 
acquires greater value. The fact that the third-age population of the South Aegean Region 
is 20% of the total populationix is predicative that the study with a sample in Syros could 
serve as a pilot study for further implementation of third-age learning programmes. 
 The incentive for this study was the lack of learning structures for the third age in 
Syros at a time when both the academic community and the directives from the European 
Union have demonstrated the benefits of such programmes, as well as that such 
programmes are a practicable and sustainable solution. The question is thus raised of 
why, on an island such as Syros, with a sizeable older population, with a long presence 
of an active KAPI and a good cultural and social level, no lifelong learning services have 
 
ix ELSTAT, 2011 
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been created for the third age. The research questions included led to the study of this 
issue: 
1) To what extent do the members of the Syros KAPI wish to take part in lifelong 
learning programmes and what factors influence such a decision (e.g. social/family 
environment, educational background, family status, mental and psychological 
functions, etc.)? 
2) What are the motivations of the older members of the KAPI and potential 
expectations regarding their participation in such a form of learning? Are they 
linked to the intellectual and cultural setting of the small insular society in which 
they live? 
3) What are the objects of knowledge that older persons of the Syros KAPI would 
like to engage with during the group process? Would special conditions be a 
prerequisite and what would they be? 
 To ensure a more thorough description and analysis of findings, the methodology 
involved a qualitative survey, though a questionnaire distributed to members of KAPI 
centres in Syros, as it primarily involves a social issue; therefore, there is a need for an 
overall, in-depth understanding of the data. Nevertheless, some quantitative 
measurements were also taken that are in line with the statistical review of trends to 
document the current situation more thoroughly.  
 It is worth noting that the interaction with older people entails special 
requirements, mainly the mandatory presence of the researcher to provide assistance 
with completing the questionnaires and is worth describing. Because the survey was on-
site and verbal and because the respondents did not want to read the questions and write 
the answers, part of the precision of the responses was lost, and it was considered 
appropriate that the questionnaire not be distributed to members but filled out in the 
researcher’s presence; each member was alone, rather than in a group of people, where, 
because of their social relationship, their views may not have been authentic. In this way, 
there was an opportunity to clarify any queries regarding the phrasing of the questions 
and any superficial and simplistic answers were avoided. In addition, to ensure that the 
findings would be as comprehensive as possible, the researcher discreetly prevented 
some KAPI members from participating, either because they belong to the fourth age 
(over the age of 80) or because they had obvious mental health issues. Lastly, some 
individual responses were recorded as notes immediately after the interview. 
 The KAPI centres were selected because the older people have consciously chosen 
to be in a space of networking and socialisation and is therefore considered to be fertile 
ground for implementing learning programmes. In addition, KAPI members are familiar 
with conditions for exchanging views, a sense of belonging to a group and intention to 
counteract the problems of ageing through the KAPI institution.  
 The data were collected in March 2019 on the premises of the local KAPI centres 
in Syros. The presence of the researcher while the questionnaires were being completed 
by KAPI members was essential, so that, firstly, sufficient data could be collected in a 
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short time and, secondly, to assist the older people. The meetings were held in the 
familiar KAPI premises, where the questions were read out and the answers given 
verbally, for the convenience of the older participants. In each case, the respondents were 
given an opportunity to comment further on their answers, and these comments are 
included in the study results. This helped them to freely and more thoroughly express 
their beliefs, experiences and feelings. The purpose was to record the social reality, as the 
older respondentsx experience it, as accurately as possible during the sessions, which was 
deemed particularly important for preciseness of the responses. It is also believed that 
the tight-knit social environment of the small island community and the good reputation 
of the researcher as an active member, as well as the researcher’s experience in the area 
of adult education, helped to draw out answers that were free of worry about exposure, 
so as to protect the integrity of the survey.  
 
4. Results and Discussion 
 
The respondents comprised 9 men and 21 women, aged 55 to 75. The majority which was 
more available to respond were women who are mainly homemakers, though many of 
them had worked in their youth at local factories but were unable to work long enough 
to qualify for pensions. The respondent profile showed that just 10% were relatively 
familiar with the internet and technology. 
 According to the survey conclusions, most of the older people-members of the 
Syros KAPI had not had an opportunity in the past to attend a lifelong learning 
programme (86%). Some had taken part in sporadic workshops held especially for the 
third age and some in general training courses for adults. In addition, 62% had taken part 
in individual educational activities held by the KAPI as part of its institutional mandate. 
Moreover, quite a few were aware that there are learning programmes around the world 
especially for the third age, which they rated at 6/10 or greater. Therefore, this emerged 
as a mature audience, prepared to revise its positions on active ageing and to agree to 
take part in learning programmes. It is also noted that the survey served as an 
opportunity to inform them of such services, which they viewed with restrained interest.  
With regard to the intent of these older persons to attend lifelong learning programmes 
and the factors that would influence such a decision, the responses were generally 
positive (45%), though some trepidation was expressed. Specifically, most (75%) 
responded with curiosity to the prospect of creating educational services for the third age 
in Syros and quite a few (22%) with enthusiasm and satisfaction (15%). Half of them 
would take part in courses, while the decision of a sufficient proportion would depend 
on the knowledge object. This finding is important in planning an educational 
programme in order to adapt it to the preferences of the older people living in the insular 
environment of Syros. 
 
x Iosifidis, 2003 
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 The question of whether they would participate in an educational programme 
sought to explore the intent of KAPI members, and was found to be sufficiently positive, 
at 55%. The remaining responses were delegated to negative responses (24%) and to the 
specific condition “depending on the object” (21%). The negative responses included 
hesitation due to age (36%) and equally a shortage of time, citing family obligations such 
as caring for grandchildren and caring for partners or adult children living with them at 
home. This is a serious inhibitor to intentions, unique to the Greek family which involves 
a broad social system and is potentially difficult to overcome; there is an entrenched belief 
that people in the third age should do nothing beyond their prescribed roles. In addition, 
a considerable percentage cited problems of transport (21%), or health problems (36%). 
 Of those who would participate in a learning programme, 55% would do so to 
overcome loneliness and associated feelings; 21% in part because their social 
environment is limited (death of people close to them) or because the existing social and 
family environment is active and busy with work or personal matters. About 17% noted 
as a related reason the need to make use of the ample free time that becomes available 
after retirement. Another 17% noted the inclination of older people not to be overlooked 
because of their outdated knowledge and skills, compared to the progress being made in 
society. On the contrary, they wish to keep up with the demands of the times, perhaps 
not to the fullest, but certainly by taking steps to improve their position in their era. The 
same rate was noted in the need to make up for the lost time of their youth, when due to 
historical or social circumstances, they had not had the opportunity to pursue their 
studies. They understand that the dream they may have had when younger will not be 
fulfilled completely but attending some course would be a consolation. Moreover, 14%, 
which is not a large proportion but sufficient to be worthy of note in the survey, said they 
would be persuaded by other members of the KAPI, usually from amongst their friends 
or as a show of competitiveness.xi They believe their participation in learning structures 
would be the ideal starting point for exercising their brains, in an act of resistance against 
illnesses such as dementia and depression. Another 14% was noted for older people 
complaining that learning programmes were mostly created for younger people. The 
presence of an average rate for such a declaration makes clear the need to take account of 
the need for education in the third age of an active society, as a social reward for their 
efforts when they were of an active age (17%), but also to fill up their free time. Their 
desire to continue to be active members, accepted by society, and to be treated equally or 
proportionately as those of a productive age (17%) was also expressed.  
 In fact, a strong majority would use its acquired skills to benefit the island, with a 
response rate of 96%. The proposals that were heard were quite imaginative: Some 
mentioned administrative support for the social pharmacy; others thought they could 
help organise individual events and festivals for non-profit organisations by taking on 
 
xi The expression of one woman was typical when she said she would take part “to impress another 
member”, which might sound like a funny reason, but it has been shown to be motivational, perhaps in an 
advertising campaign, which is why it is mentioned in the survey results. 
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secondary roles as volunteers; others wanted to become active in guiding visitors at 
museums and the Apollo Theatre; some believe they could help young children with their 
lessons, amongst others. On an island with extensive cultural activity striving for tourism 
development, they wish to acquire skills to keep up with the times and the demands of 
local growth. This is demonstrated by their responses regarding whether they intend to 
channel their new knowledge towards their social environment. It becomes obvious that 
older people need to be independent and socially functional, and this translates into a 
need to change into active, useful citizens of the local community. Some of their 
comments follow: “I could participate in the festivals that take place on the island,” “They 
needed someone to keep the files at the social pharmacy, but I didn’t know how,”, etc.  
 
 
Figure 1: Expectations of older people with regard to training programmes 
 
 As for the courses in the training programme, the KAPI members could choose 
from amongst computers (21%) and internet (16%)xii, traditional occupational arts (3%), 
foreign languages and health topics (14%), technical skills (2%), courses on economics 
(21%), popular culture (storytelling, folk dancing, etc.) (9%), crafts and cookery (14%), 
performing arts, history and literature (3%), local history and customs (3%), health issues 
related to ageing, rights of European citizens (9%), creative writing (3%). Three 
respondents said that yoga was missing from the list of courses, while creative writing 
and the rights of European citizens had zero response. As to the frequency of attending 
 
xii One isolated course was in progress while the survey was being conducted which was well received by 
KAPI members. This may have influenced their choices. 
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the courses, the older persons tended to prefer a more relaxed schedule of studies, with 
66% preferring courses on a weekly basis.  
 The make-up of the learner groups seems to interest the older persons, but they 
do not set stringent criteria. Half of them said they do not care how many people would 
be in the class, while 35% thought that 10 people would be enough for a good class. A 
small rate (5%) would like to take part in smaller groups of 5 persons, while very few 
(4%) preferred crowded classrooms. Regarding the other characteristics of the group, 
there was an evident preference for mixed sections made up of people close in age and 
similar educational level, in other words for homogeneity in the learner groups. 
However, there was also a portion who would like to know the people in the same group 
socially (14%), and those who would not care about the make-up of the group at all (11%). 
As for the manner in which they believe they would learn better, the members of the 
Syros KAPI prefer interaction and teamwork as methods: discussion received 36% of 
responses, and group projects, 20%. The remaining choices (presentation by a teacher, 
practical exercises, educational visits, guided personal research, contact with experts in 
the field) had smaller values, perhaps because the respondents are not very familiar with 
the educational field, while the choice of learning through educational games got no 
response. Additionally, difficulties in learning they identified are mainly their ability to 
understand and their reliability, which recurs in the survey and reaffirms the less than 
high priority given to their participation in educational programmes, apparently in 
comparison to their social and family obligations, as indicated by a previous question. 
 
 
Figure 2: Preferred learning methods 
 
 The preference of more relaxed participation is reaffirmed yet again by the 
characteristics that older people would choose for the ideal instructor: Primarily, to speak 
in a way that is understood (29%), to be pleasant (18%) and not to assign homework 
(16%). They also did not ascribe any weight to the instructor’s inclination to provide 
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encouragement nor any requirement related to strictness – which is in line with the more 
conservative nature of the older generation. This could lead to conflicting conclusions 
between the fact they already feel safe with the undertaking or, on the other hand, they 
are not interested enough in it to desire the instructor’s complete dedication. 
 As regards the location for the courses, the findings indicated that the KAPI would 
be the ideal place for holding learning programmes, with a strong percentage of 67%. A 
noteworthy share of 29% would like them to be held outside the KAPI facilities, while 4% 
were not concerned about the location. Those selecting the KAPI cited practical reasons, 
i.e. combining classes with other KAPI activities (79%), whilst 21% based their choice on 
their familiarity with the space. Those who would prefer a different location for classes 
(78% of them) believe that such courses would be an excellent opportunity to change 
venues and keep the KAPI separate as a place for meeting socially with people their age. 
It is also noteworthy that the 22% who expressed dislike for other members may have 




As correctly stated in the WHO report,xiii public policy must take into account that for 
some older persons, extending the learning process beyond formal education signals a 
very significant phase in their life. As such, the curriculum and teaching approach of 
lifelong learning programmes should be adapted so that older persons can participate 
successfully. Moreover, using a variety of means, courses and programmes, such as open 
universities, should be designed for third-age persons that foster group learning and treat 
them as partners in activities or internet programmes so that individuals can participate 
from any place. It is also typical that the objects of knowledge selected by the survey 
participants are related to cultural or technological activities. Having acquired these 
skills, they could then make use of them as volunteers for local events in a variety of 
positions. In any case, this type of learning makes them a more mature audience for 
cultural actions in their place of residence. 
 As to the KAPI institution, this could be enriched with training programmes for 
the third age and be transformed into a type of educational organisation for the third age, 
along the lines of the Third Age University model, as part of its reorientation to the new 
needs of the times. Besides, since the 1970s in the USA, educational programmes for the 
third age have developed as extension of community adult education programmes, when 
existing offerings were adapted to the needs of older persons and which are now 
flourishing.xiv For this reason, local government, to which oversight of lifelong learning 
services has been transferred, will have to assist, and initiatives will have to come from 
the central government. The development of learning programmes for older persons and 
 
xiii “World Report on Ageing and Health”, 2015 
xiv Peterson, 1990 
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groups of vulnerable older persons can aim at making use of their skills to the benefit of 
themselves and of the local community.  
 As far as Syros is concerned, it is proposed that a process to create educational 
structures for the third age should begin through the KAPI institution on a pilot basis. In 
fact, it would be a good idea to begin with programmes on digital literacy for three 
reasons: Firstly, because it the first choice on the questionnaire, and therefore fits with 
the most popular interests of older people; secondly, because a knowledge of computers 
and the internet would facilitate learning of subsequently chosen learning objects; and 
finally because this knowledge can be put to use immediately, once volunteer positions 
are created in the Municipality's cultural department. Given that such an undertaking 
has every chance at succeeding, it would create a store of training programmes that can 
be periodically enriched. Its success will draw the attention of other older people who 
can also participate in this object and later in others. 
 Finally, as regards further research, it is essential to further explore the 
expectations and motivations of older persons in view of lifelong learning. This could be 
done either as a research project within the relevant university communities, or as a 
research phase within competent bodies under private and public law, as part of the 




In taking a holistic view, the findings of this survey acquire significance because it is the 
first time a survey has been conducted on the educational and cultural needs and the 
benefits of informal learning programmes for the third age. Other studies have already 
highlighted their importance, but the insularity and unique characteristics of life in Syros 
could help orient the design of such educational programmes towards a more customised 
profile. It would not be possible to apply the same business plan to a small population, 
as compared to urban centres, that is largely concentrated on a medium-sized island as 
one might to a crowded local community. Based on the premise that a central mechanism 
needs to be individualised and adapted to the special needs of a place, this study could 
be useful in this planning to ensure the success of the educational programmes. 
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